In this article I consider how music can expand the creative possibilities of autoethnography.
It is no wonder the thought of becoming a conductor had never ever crossed my mind. Although I did feel great affection towards one or two of these conductors -particularly the ones who encouraged me -I still saw the role as somehow "untouchable." So when I was required to take a conducting class during my university degree, I was not the slightest bit impressed or excited. I did not know this class would forever change the direction of my life. When I stepped up to the podium for the first time and began to move my body to the music it felt so natural. All of my childhood impressions of conducting did not seem to gel with the musical experience I was having. Whether it was because of my passion for dancing, or some other deep musical desire within me, conducting became my new fixation. After one class, I was hooked.
In the ten years since that first conducting class it feels as though my career has been moving in a somewhat intense mode. I am only in my late twenties, yet I have directed ensembles from Thailand, Singapore and Australia, conducted a number of university and community groups, and toured to Taiwan and Bangkok. I am not saying this to be self-congratulatory, but rather to point out that the intensity of my career has forced me to face a number of complex challenges without the luxury of much retrospection or hindsight. In 2006, this led me to begin thinking more deeply about my position and asking bigger and broader questions about the musical, performative, relational, and embodied nature of the experiences I was having. I began looking for ways to think and write about my musical experiences which were just as creative, exciting and personal as my work on the podium. Somehow the tired and conventional methods offered by musicology just didn't seem to help. After much searching, the field of autoethnography seemed to find me. It wasn't long before I was captivated.
I launched into an intense year of journaling, reading, score studying, rehearsing, filming, writing, analyzing, thinking and performing. This process built on my previous ethnographic research into the gendered experiences of women conductors and looked at the ways in which the issues I'd explored in other women's lives related to my own (see Bartleet 2006 Bartleet , 2005 Bartleet , 2004 Bartleet , 2003a Bartleet , 2003b Bartleet , 2002 . At first this involved sifting through the memory archives of my life, so I could come to a deeper understanding of myself as a conductor (see Ellis 2004, p. 176) . I used emotional recall and drew on sensory recollections of significant moments throughout my musical development. These recollections not only revealed a great deal about me, but also about my profession at large. Due to the musical nature of my project, my reflections were not always in text-based formats. I filmed my rehearsals and concerts, undertook interviews with colleagues and used sound recordings and photographic images to reflect on significant moments in my processes of interpretation and performance. By being one step removed through such media, I was able to explore the differences between what I thought I was doing in the moment and what I perceived myself to be doing in retrospect. Crafting, reflecting, re-crafting and re-reflecting on this data evoked a very fluid sense of time; it happened anywhere, anytime and never seemed to end. This fluidity meant there were very few boundaries between my creative work and my personal life.
I devoured the work of other autoethnographers and writers, such as Ellis (2004; 1995) , Ruth Behar (1999; , Stacy Holman Jones (1998), Laurel Richardson (2000 Richardson ( , 1990 , Lisa M. Tillman-Healy (1996) , Bud Goodall (2000) , Carol Rambo (2005 Rambo ( , 1996 , and Ellis with Art Bochner (2006; 1992) and Leigh Berger (2002), amongst many others. With the exception of Holman-Jones, none of these authors directly address their musical lives; however, their ideas spoke volumes to me as a conductor, and equipped me with a plethora of ideas and ways to think about my musical experiences. Their work provided me with guidance on important scholarly approaches to reflective practice, narrative styles and writing techniques. I was particularly drawn to those engaging in what has commonly (and somewhat problematically) been labeled "evocative" autoethnography. This evocative approach seemed to be more conducive to the creative style I wanted to use in my own writing about music. 1 No doubt, my attraction to more evocative forms of autoethnography was also fuelled by the ways in which these writers engaged me, as a reader, in their personal stories and lives. This was something I admired and wanted to emulate both in my music-making and autoethnographic writing.
After some time my study became cluttered with mounds of this rough, yet compelling data.
However, it was not in a state for public consumption; to be honest, I had to have a few glasses of wine before I could face it. Looking at this rough data, I was reminded of Ellis' advice that one's first attempt at rendering a story might be "an autobiographical story written for self as audience," however "the final rendering must also be an ethnographic story that points to the commonalities as well as the particularities of our lives" (2004, p. 200) . Following Ellis' guidance, over time I slowly began crafting an autoethnographic narrative out of this material, which encapsulated some of my conducting experiences and the autoethnographic process of reflecting on them.
The resulting narrative, which follows, centers on a month of rehearsals and performances with my ensembles at the Young Conservatorium Griffith University and the University of Queensland. It also explores the process of using this autoethnographic method in a musical context. In a manner described by Ellis (2004, p. xix) , it uses concrete action, emotion, embodiment, self-consciousness, and introspection and portrays these in dialogue, scenes, characterization, and a plot. While this narrative draws on my own personal experiences, it also positions these in relation to significant cultural, institutional and pedagogical issues within my profession, and broader methodological issues within the field of autoethnographic writing. Such a process of foregrounding my personal experiences and then zooming outwards to see how they fit within a broader framework is aptly described by Ellis (2004) : "Back and forth autoethnographers gaze: First they look through an ethnographic wide angle lens, focusing outward on social and cultural aspects of their personal experiences; then, they look inward, exposing a vulnerable self that is moved by and may move through, refract, and resist cultural interpretations" (p. 37). As my narrative reveals, this process of zooming outward and inward, backward and forward, highlights some of the complexities of using the autoethnographic method in a musical way. home from a long day in the recording studio, we sit down to talk. I tell Gav, "The stress that I'm feeling over rehearsals is really getting me down." Gav looks knowingly at me. He has seen the angst I put myself through, beating myself over the head about my inadequacies as a conductor.
Before he can respond, I say, "Somehow writing about my conducting for this autoethnography is forcing me to exorcise my demons, and it's hard work. I'm realizing the problems I have with the conducting profession, and they're really dark and destructive." Gav looks intensely at me, trying to find something comforting to say. He suggests, "You've got to find the pleasure in all of this. You know you're a great conductor, you've just got to believe in yourself." His comforting words don't seem to help right now. "You need to find a way of making it work for you." I just shrug my shoulders in response, "But I can't seem to find a way of making this work for me. I've tried to change things, but I just end up slipping into negative patterns. I feel so disconnected from any sense of pleasure. I am so cut-off from the supposed joy in music making." Gav shakes his head in dismay finding it hard to comprehend what I have just said. He looks at me with weary eyes as I say; "The music is so far away from where I'm at right now, and having to study scores and their dead composers just distances me further. Somehow the black notes on the page just don't inspire me." We both look at one another, exhausted from this draining exchange.
As I sit in silence, it begins to dawn on me that by bringing all my issues and insecurities to the surface with this autoethnographic journal writing, I'm feeling lonelier than ever. I don't quite know what to do with all that I'm discovering about myself and my profession. Breaking the silence I suggest, "Maybe I can talk to my colleague Ralph about this." "I think that's a good idea," Gav responds, "You know I don't believe you need a mentor-figure, you're quite capable of working this out for yourself; but you seem to want some guidance." Remembering my confession to Gav a few nights ago, the seriousness of this situation is not lost on me. "It's not working in a way that's going to sustain me for a long time," I add. Ralph pauses for a moment sensing the seriousness in my voice before he suggests, "Maybe you should conduct one of my pieces, and that way you can talk with the composer?" Although I've conducted a few of his pieces before, I have never actually studied any of them with him. "Yes, that would be useful," I say hesitantly, "but I'm worried that I might become too reliant on you." Hoping I haven't offended him, I go on to explain, "The problem is, you're alive and you're a big part of my life, so it's easy for me to make a connection with you. It's not easy for me to make a connection with the other dead Taking a deep breath, I start to type into my computer:
In the current literature there is constant reference to artistry and creativity in ethnography/autoethnography. Ruth Behar (1999, pp. 472-84) alludes to it when she says that if ethnography is to have a life beyond the academy it will need to move closer to the arts. Laurel Richardson (2000) goes to great lengths to describe her CAP (Creative Analytic Practices) concept. Carolyn Ellis (2004, p. 215 ) also talks about the manner in which autoethnographers and arts-based researchers explore their own subjectivities in similarly creative and embodied ways. However, in all of these descriptions, drama is mentioned, plays are mentioned, choreography is mentioned.
Looking up from my screen, I then speak out aloud, "Where does this leave music? It's the most abstract of art forms, so how are musicians to make head-or-tale of what these writers are saying?" I stop for a second, feeling entangled in my thoughts, unsure of where these disciplinary borders should be. As my mind plays with the word "border" I remember Ellis (2004, p. 39) saying that she likes keeping the boundaries of autoethnography blurry and inclusive. Ruth Behar (1999, pp. 472-84) also says that by blurring genres we end up with a fluid field of hybrid texts that can't be easily categorized and nurture the telling of stories based on lived experience.
As I think through these ideas and their ramifications for music further, it begins to dawn on me that I've been viewing music in a very narrow way. I've been so keen to find a model for using autoethnography in music research that I've failed to think about it in terms of my own actual lived experiences as a conductor. I've been focusing far too much on scores and the "texted" parts of music. As I have come to appreciate, music is much more this; it is about the relationships that are "Use your air, sit up straight, switch on, let's try it again," I encourage. And off we go again. I spend the rest of the warm-up listening and thinking, then feeding back. I try to encourage them to think for themselves by constantly asking them questions, but they don't seem interested. They are so accustomed to the person up the front telling them what to do. So I oblige. I play the role. "Okay, I tell myself." Things are not going as you had planned. Do something!" It's only later on that evening that I start to realize the dissatisfying pedagogical implications of how I allow my students to be so passive, so absent, from the process.
We pull out Vaughan Williams' English Folksong Suite, and I let them play the first movement in its entirety, vowing not to stop and talk. I listen and whisper problem points to myself that we need to go back to. Once we reach the end of the movement, my mind is racing with the feedback I need to give them. And so we go on. I keep the talk to a minimum, but make sure that my directions have a purpose and are clear to them. I try to show them how I want to interpret this work as much as I can with my body, but my mind never stops thinking about how things could be improved.
Much like the process of score study, this feels like a deeply intellectual process rather than an embodied one. As the rehearsal nears the close we talk through the details for our concert on Sunday. With my parting words, "See you at the sound-check. Don't be late!" there is chaos as everyone heads for their instrument cases and out the door.
Walking away from the rehearsal I hope that my car is still where I left it earlier in the day. It is dark and my car is the last one left in the ferry terminal parking lot. As I turn on the ignition and start the drive home I start to think back through the rehearsal. My feelings are mixed. I know that I am feeling better than last week, and that I was a better conductor tonight, but my musicians seemed to be off in their own world. Instead of working on all of the interpretive aspects I wanted to, I found myself drilling uninspiring technical issues of rhythm and balance. From a pedagogical perspective, how am I supposed to encourage them to take more responsibility and connect with me and the composer on a deeper musical level if they are not interested in taking that step and making that connection? I all of a sudden feel very alone again. * After arriving home and putting away my conducting bag, I walk through to Gav's studio. When he sees me standing at the doorway he hits the space bar on his laptop and the music comes to an immediate stop. He reaches over to put his guitar on the stand and then looks up and smiles at me, "So how did you go?" I shrug my shoulders, and say, "Okay, I guess." Gav laughs at my indifference, "So that means you had a good rehearsal then?" Not wanting to concede much, I
say, "Yeah, there were some things I was happy with and some things I wasn't happy with. They hadn't prepared well enough considering we have a concert on the weekend. I'm just glad it's over. Have you eaten?" He looks at me apologetically. "Yes I have. I couldn't wait, I was too hungry. I've put some leftovers in the fridge for you." With that, he turns to his laptop and taps the space bar and the music starts again. I close the studio door, having heard enough music for one night, and head towards the kitchen. I pull the plate of pasta out the fridge and pop it in the microwave. Listening to the hum and watching the dish go around and around, I start thinking about how I'll spend the rest of the evening. It always takes me a long time to come down after a rehearsal. "It's time to do some more writing," I tell myself.
I make myself comfortable in my favorite spot on our old lounge suite. I have a few spoonfuls of pasta and look out through the French doors to our neighbor's trees. It is dark outside, but I can still make out the shapes of the leaves and branches from the moonlight. At that moment the muffled sounds of Gav's music filter through the walls from the studio. I take a sip of my juice and then pull words suddenly come to mind: "when you're creating a piece of music as a conductor, you're trying to create a family, in a sense. You're trying to diminish them and me and it, and you're trying to bring it all together so it is us" (as cited in Harris 2001, p. 20) . This then leads me to think, how do I bring these relational and pedagogical ideas into the elite institutions I work in? Will they be Ellis' book Final Negotiations (1995) . It has been another long day of teaching and rehearsals and my back is aching. Gav is still watching television in the lounge room. Not only am I doing my own autoethnography I am spending every spare second I have reading the work of other autoethnographers too. They somehow make the process feel less lonely. I feel at once comforted and inspired by their stories. I read them as novels, bedtime books; but at the same time study them for their craftsmanship. Reading these autoethnographies helps me to imagine how my own will eventually look on the page. This vision gives me comfort and reminds me that there is a point and purpose to what I am doing. As I look up from the page to give myself a break from reading, I am struck by the dark tradeoff this kind of work seems to require.
Just as Ellis' pain seems to nourish her writing, the murkier and more difficult my own conducting issues become the better my autoethnographic writing gets. In the months that follow that night, I bang away at my keyboard and begin shaping my entries into dialogue and scenes, characterization and a plot. I turn them into the present tense and add sensory colors, sounds, and movements. The reflective process all of a sudden starts to take on a new meaning. I come to realize how impossible it is to fully capture the creative experiences I had, so I try and convey the meanings I ascribed them instead (see Ellis, 2004, p. 116) . I keep in mind the idea that good autoethnographic practice goes beyond a mere introspective gaze, so try to balance the need for communicating the broader significance of my experiences with the need for letting my story stand on its own. I visit and re-visit all my autoethnographic texts and watch for the ways in which their writers craft their stories. I keep returning to Stacy Holman-Jones, one of the few people who have directly written about music and autoethnography in her book Kaleidoscope Notes (1998) and study the ways in which she pulls the reader into an active dialogue with her. Keeping this in mind, I choose particular crisis moments in my narrative -which real broader issues about the culture and practice of music-making at large -and think through creative ways of drawing my readers in before I resolve them. I decide to condense the year's work into a month and collapse stories into one another, still trying to keep the essence of their meanings carefully in tact. As I edit each scene I am forced to reflect on each of my stories again and again, each time digging deeper into their meanings and significance.
This autoethnographic writing process makes me release that a lot of my deepest thinking about conducting does not revolve around scores and supposed musical issues. It's much more about the relationships that I have built with people through music making over the years. I think this also gets to the heart of what autoethnographers try to do. When I think about the work of Ellis, Bochner, Behar, and all the others, it moves people and engages them in a relationship, whether real or imagined. Relationships are at the heart of what autoethnographers and musicians do. They unlock and reveal the complexities of our work. By openly talking about them, we present our experiences in a way that others can relate to, learn from, and maybe challenge. I think that's the biggest realization I've come to through this project. No traditional musicological methods would have led me to this realization, they're far too distanced and 'objective.' Instead of statically representing my musical experiences, I have been able to integrate this type of writing into my creative processes. I know some of my music colleagues will ask why this is even necessary, implying that words will somehow distort and take away from music's meaning (see Cobussen, 2007, pp. 21-29) . I suppose such arguments come from an aversion to dry, boring, unimaginative, disconnected, disembodied meetings of music and words. As a musician, I can understand these concerns, although I'm not sure they are as warranted with this method. After exploring the possibilities of autoethnographic writing and rethinking the role that writing and words can play in my creative processes, I've certainly found useful and unexpected ways of coming to understand my work from a completely different perspective. In this process writing hasn't been a "mopping up" activity after my rehearsals and performances but rather an integral part of them (see Richardson, 2000, p. 925) . As Gergen & Gergen (2002) suggest, There is little reason that ethnographic representation should not become as rich in its forms of expression as the arts, with painting, music, dance, poetry, multimedia, and performance all serving as potential sources of communication. And with each alternative we are opened to different avenues of relationship (p. 18).
Looking at the last quote of this paper, I see the word, 'relationship,' yet again. It seems to resonate so profoundly with all that I have discovered throughout this process. Not only has this method helped me to grow as a musician and profoundly deepen my awareness of what I do, it has allowed me to see that my experiences and musical relationships are part of a picture much bigger than my own.
